The nuclei of the locus coeruleus and subcoeruleus were examined in human brains from individuals of 14 to 87 years. Serial counts were performed on every tenth Nissl stained paraffin section of melanin containing cells within the entire length of these nuclei. After 63 years, the neuronal population in these nuclei decreased 40%. This significant decrease in cell number is the first reported for a brain stem structure. In view of the relation of these noradrenaline containing cells to the catecholaminergic system and the widespread projections between these nuclei and other central nervous system structures, this decrease may be a factor in alteration of some central nervous system activities with increasing age.
INTRODUCTION
The locus coeruleus has been gaining increasing attention in regard to its efferent connections and relation to catecholamine pathways in the brain (2, 10, 25, 28, 37, 44) . The earlier work of Jouvet (29) emphasized the role which the locus coeruleus played in REM sleep but more recently Jones et al. (26) have demonstrated that destruction of locus coeruleus cells in the dorso-lateral tegmentum of cats eliminates the motor inhibition of paradoxical sleep, but does not prevent the occurrence of the principal elements of this state which are the phasic components like motor twitches, REM, and ponto-geniculooccipital (PGO) spiking. The functional role of this group of cells may be uncertain at this time but specific and sensitive histochemical methods (13, 28, 37, 44) have provided information emphasizing its widespread relationships to telencephalon, brainstem and cerebellum. These studies have also demonstrated that almost all of the neurons of the locus coeruleus contain catecholamines. Among studies of the locus coeruleus are those dealing with the early appearance of melanin granules in the human locus coeruleus before five years Supported in part by a Henry C. and Bertha H. Buswell Fellowship.
